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Th e P ar aed u C at O r- What's the contradiction? Special educa-
tion has become a system that depends
heavily on relatively untrained, under-
Par ad O X paid, and devalued staff members to pro-
vide complex instructional and behavioral
programs to our most challenging stu-
.. dents. Something is not right with that
By Patricia H. I\/IueIIer, Ed.D. picture...this is what I refer to as the

“paraeducator paradox.”

The following is a brief description of some
of the larger issues and growing concerns
that surround the employment, training,
retention and support of paraeducators.
The ideas presented come from research;
many are from the numerous paraeduca-
tors with whom I've worked over the past
fourteen years. My hat
goes off to these dedicated
professionals!

What's the “Paraeducator Paradox?

“Par'a.dox, n. A person, situation, or the
like, seemingly full of inconsistencies or con-
tradictions.”

Issues and Concerns:

Inadequate orientation
and professional devel-
opment

Paraeducators aren’t
“aides” anymore, running
the ditto machine and per-
forming clerical tasks.
They spend most of their
time providing instruction,
and many report they inde-
pendently plan instruction
for students. Additionally,
most paraeducators report
they receive little or no
training to perform these
roles. Most training occurs
on the job or from another

uth Burlington, VT, Student, paraeducator. If they do
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ting paras in a position in
which they feel obligated to

o€ accept any assignment or
st wh 5“,“""‘ e O task, whether they feel quali-
J‘ﬁ Jrﬂ“ fied to do so...or not.
P
. Paraeducators have often
» Beher marcgement reported that they have been

assigned tasks for which they
felt they were not qualified,
but obligated to perform. The
effect of these practices is
role confusion about who
does what, when and with
whom.

Sk iy Stoley

Poor supervision and lack
of ongoing support
Many paraeducators indicate
having little contact with
supervising special and gen-
eral educators. They are
rarely observed and provided
with corrective feedback. What support they
do receive is often from other paraeducators.
As a result, they often feel isolated and
alone.

receive orientation training, the focus is most
typically on confidentiality, while many other
important topics - orientation to the classroom
and students, reporting suspected abuse or
neglect, home/school communication - are not

discussed. Inadequate performance evaluation

I think this quote from a Vermont paraedu-
cator sums it up: “In the nine years | worked
in this district, | have received two evalua-
tions!” Paraeducators often report they are
evaluated infrequently, if at all. On those
occasions when they are observed, adminis-
trators who are unfamiliar with the paraedu-
cators’ work often conduct the evaluations,
thus making them irrelevant.

If paraeducators are paid to attend the district
in-service workshops, they often report that
the topics are irrelevant. They also report
inconsistencies in payment to attend either in-
district or out-of -district inservice, thus
decreasing their ability to access training
opportunities. Justifiably so, given the short-
ages of substitutes for paraeducators should
they attend training during the typical school
day where they would normally be providing
instruction and programming to students.

Lack of respect as an educational com-
munity member

Paraeducators continue to feel they are the
lowest on the totem pole. These feelings are
certainly substantiated by their poor salaries
and benefits, a combination that causes
many to leave the profession. Paraeducators
across the country report they do not feel
respected or valued for their contributions,
as so eloguently expressed by a Vermont
paraeducator:

Role confusion from absence of a clear job
description

When asked if they have job descriptions,
many paraeducators report they have none. If
they do, most are either out-of-date or no
longer reflect the current role of the paraedu-
cator. Many written descriptions add the
phrase, “and all other duties as assigned by
the supervisor (teacher, principal),” thus put-
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“The rewards to be had in doing this are from
the kids. In the school where | work, paras are
still thought of as housewives with part-time
jobs....We never know what is going on, but are
expected to implement decisions that we are
never a part of. As far as the pay goes, there is
no differential for education or job performance.
If you are one of the capable paras, you are
asked to do more and more classroom teaching
without any additional pay. If you love the kids
and are hooked on the learning process, the
administration gets an extra teacher in the bar-
gain. Recognition is pretty much lacking. If it
were not for the parents and their children,
paras would go pretty much unnoticed.”

Overuse of paraeducators

(the Band-Aid approach)

Assignment of paraeducators as the one and
only method to support students in general
education programs has skyrocketed (one has
only to check local school budget increases in
the area of personnel). Paraeducators certainly
do provide the support some students need,
but they can also hinder a student’s growth.
For example, when a paraeducator becomes
“velcroed” to a student, the student’s social
interactions with peers can become significant-
ly affected. Similarly, when a paraeducator
becomes the student’'s primary
teacher, the general educator abdi-
cates responsibility for the student,
further isolating the student. In such
instances, the paraeducator may lack
the necessary qualifications and train-
ing to effectively implement instruc-
tional and behavioral programs. As a
result, the student may not develop
peer relationships or receive quality instruc-
tion. These situations illustrate what | refer to
as “irresponsible” inclusion.

Promising Practices

By now you have probably identified practices
that may be present in your local school or dis-
trict. Below are some proposed “promising
practices” that are currently being implement-
ed in a number of schools and districts across
the country and that could be implemented
locally.
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In the school where | work,
thought of as housewives wi
jobs....We never know what
are expected to implement d
are never a part of.

Develop comprehensive job descriptions
With input from paraeducators and other
key staff (e.g., administrators, special educa-
tors) develop job descriptions that include
gualifications needed for the position. These
might include: orientation and training
requirements for the position; duties and
responsibilities of the position; and guide-
lines for supervision, ongoing support and
evaluation. Model job descriptions exist in
various districts throughout the country.

Relevant orientation and professional
development

Encourage your district to provide an orien-
tation that includes a review of the dis-
trict’s/school’s policies and procedures and
orients the paraeducator to the student(s),
the classroom and other key staff (e.g., guid-
ance, OT, PT). Parents might participate in
this orientation effort, since they have valu-
able information about their child’s learning
style.

Paraeducators can help to build relevant pro-
fessional development programs that meet
their unique needs. Some districts have cre-
ated successful mentoring programs in which

trained, veteran paraeducators mentor the
“new kids on the block.” Others have flexible
in-house mechanisms for paraeducators to
earn credit for the on-the-job training they
receive. Work with your State Departments
of Education and institutions of higher edu-
cation to develop appropriate training for
paraeducators. Funding these initiatives is
not as difficult as it may seem; many dis-
tricts can access their professional develop-
ment funds or state/federal grant funds.
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WHAT'S WRONG WITH THIS PICTURE?

Adequate supervision and ongoing support
Special and general educators who supervise
paraeducators need their own professional
development program that describes how to
best utilize these fellow teachers. Most have
never received this information through their
pre-service or in-service training programs. An
excellent resource book, Supervising
Paraeducators in School Settings: A Team
Approach, Second Edition (Pickett & Gerlach)
can help your district to develop a strong staff
training program. The National Resource
Center for Paraeducators (www.nrcpara.org)
provides training and technical assistance, dis-
seminates information about promising prac-
tices in the field, conducts research and devel-
ops policy related to paraeducator issues and
concerns.

ting, so paraeducators can determine how
they want to grow during the year.
Recommend that those educators who know
the work of the paraeducator complete the
evaluation, rather than an administrator or
supervisor who lacks specific knowledge
about the paraeducator’s work.

When appropriate, include parents in

the hiring process

Parents of students with significant disabili-
ties who need continuous support may know
the best “fit” (personality type) for their child
and can be key members of the hiring team.
As a former district administrator, I know
this participation may not always be possi-
ble, but providing opportunities for parental
input in the hiring process and initial orien-
tation can set the stage for the ongoing rela-
tionship the school staff, including the parae-
ducator, may have with the family.

Develop an appropriate evaluation system
Suggest linking the job description to the eval-
uation system, including professional goal set-
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Value the paraeducator as a
member of the team
Acknowledging paraeducators
for what they do can range
from small things such as
using the title “paraeducator,”
a more respectful and accurate
title description, to increasing
salaries and improving bene-
fits. Paraeducators appreciate
when their input is recognized
and valued, such as through
participation in IEP meetings.
Encourage teachers to value
paraeducators as true team
members. Help to educate com-
munity and school board mem-
bers about the importance of
these staff members. Suggest
creating a committee com-
prised of staff and community
members to brainstorm cost
effective ways to celebrate
paraeducator accomplish-
ments.

Develop a process for determining when
and if paraeducator support is necessary
One of my colleagues developed a three-step
team process to determine whether a student
requires paraeducator support. The process
identifies: 1) the specific student needs, such
as safety; 2) what the student can and can-
not do and the extent to which s/he needs

rooms and/or to teachers, not to individual
students, help to avoid the “Velcro effect.”
Assigning paraeducators to work with a vari-
ety of students and developing job-share
positions for students with intensive needs
are strategies that can address student
dependency issues and help reduce paraedu-
cator burnout.

assistance during the course of the day;
and 3) where, when and how the paraedu-
cator will provide support or encourage
independence. Implementation of a process

Acknowledging paraeduc
do can range from small t
the title “paraeducator,” t

such as this ensures that students receive
the level of support they need. It also
encourages teams to actively discuss how
peers will interact with the student, and how
gradual independence will occur to the great-
est extent possible. Utilizing this planning
process can help parents understand that
assigning a paraeducator to support their
child 100 percent of the day may not be of ben-
efit.

Review staffing assignments
Districts that assign paraeducators to class-

and improving benefits.

Conclusion

I hope this article has given you the opportu-
nity to think about some of the challenges
facing your school system in the hiring,
employment, deployment, training, support
and evaluation of the paraeducators. The
“promising practices” described are a reality
in schools across the country and are “imple-
mentable” by working collaboratively with
district staff, parents, and other stakehold-
ers. Ultimately, changing poor practices can
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result in improved results for children and youth with disabilities.
Readers can contact me for models, resources and/or references.
There's a lot out there, so the wheel doesn't need to be reinvented!

Pat Mueller is a Research Associate for the Northeast
Regional Resource Center (NERRC), a project of Learning
Innovations at WestEd. For nine years, Pat coordinated the i
University of Vermont's Certificate of Study Program for Ultlmately, cha
Paraeducators that prepared paraeducators to work in practlces can re
inclusive schools and community settings. Dr. Mueller is |mproved result
also thg Pre§|dept of Evergreen Educgtlonal Con§ultmg, a dren and youth
consulting firm in Vermont that provides professional devel- ities
opment and technical assistance to state departments of [
education, local school districts and other agencies interest-

ed in developing qualified educational support teams. She

can be reached at pmuelle@wested.org
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